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Summary 

 

In the current scenario, Universities appear to be high stress-inducing impact environments 

(assuming they have never been in the past). They have experienced and continue to experi-

ence changes, imposing their employees to manage work/life balance. This evidence is sup-

ported by several empirical contributions, comparing different cultural and organizational ac-

ademic contexts. In this framework, at the end of 2016 a group of researchers of the Italian 

Association of Psychology (AIP), belonging to fifteen different universities, established a re-

search network called QoL@Work (Quality of Life at Work; https://aipass.org/qolwork-qual-

ity-life-work), in the attempt to: a) encourage scientific comparison between theoretical mod-

els and methodologies; b) propose guidelines and improvement actions; c) create opportuni-

ties for discussion with the main stakeholders. 

The ‘QoL@Work’ approach, which is available today, provides a common and scientifically re-

liable basis to assess organizational well-being and work-related stress risks. This approach can 

flexibly adapt to the needs of the client, because of its structure composed of a core section 

and modular sections and encourage longitudinal comparisons within each university, making 

it easier to monitor the phenomena investigated and to evaluate the effectiveness and effi-

ciency of any interventions. 
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1. Stakeholders and nature of this document 

 

These guidelines are designed for national universities. They are addressed first to Rectors and Gen-
eral Directors, as policy makers, responsible for the management of organizational and working 
processes. The guidelines are based on the scientific framework of organizational well-being, on the 
one hand, and work-related stress (legally defined by Legislative Decree 81/2008) on the other. They 
aim to provide a tool to support universities to guide, with full respect for their autonomy, organi-
zational actions, and interventions, to prevent stress phenomena and more generally to improve of 
organizational well-being levels. At the beginning, the document presents a short overview of the 
scientific data used to support the construction of the QoL@Work model, to confirm the evidence-
based character of the model and of the approach used. Therefore, it continues by presenting the 
operative modalities, from the description of the planned work phases, to the presentation and the 
commentary of the factors and conditions that could maximize the chances of success of the survey 
and the possible future uses of the results. 

2.  Universities as a potentially stressful and demanding work environment: 
the state of the scientific art 

 

In recent decades, the labor market has undergone big changes, which have changed the traditional 

idea of work. The speed and complexity of the changes have involved all organizations, in different 

ways. Among these, also those of the academic world. It does not seem possible to argue that uni-

versities are environments with a low stress inducing impact (assuming they have never been in the 

past). They have experienced and continue to experience changes within their own system which 

challenge the work/life balance of those who work there. These changes affect all those working in 

university training and research transversely, regardless of their working role. 

However, it is easy to see that, in particular for teaching and research staff, the introduction of time 

contracts, difficulties in raising funds, competition with colleagues, sometimes the precariousness 

of their job position, the growing uncertainty about expected role behavior and the multiple man-

agement activities related to teaching and research work have led the academic staff to be much 

more exposed than in the past to situations of illness, when not at risk of work-related stress.  

There is a vast national and above all international literature that has focused attention on protec-

tive factors and risk factors for organizational well-being and work-related stress within organiza-

tions. One of the main approaches to the study of stress in the working environment is the Job 

Demands-Resources (JD-R) model, formulated by Demerouti and colleagues (Demerouti et al., 

2001).  

In particular, the model assumes that every job performance is characterized by resources and de-
mands related to the working situation. Job resources are defined as psychosocial, physical, and 
organizational aspects of work, useful for achieving work objectives, personal development and re-
ducing job demands. Job demands are defined as the psychosocial, physical, and organizational as-
pects of work that require cognitive and emotional efforts and that are associated with certain costs 
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for the person (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). When job demands become excessive, they require 
high levels of effort from the worker, which can lead to the exhaustion of physical and psychological 
resources. This level of overload can easily lead the worker to experience high levels of stress and 
burnout. 
There is no lack of methods of analysis and intervention available on the scientific and professional 

market, but these are not cut on the specific characteristics of academic organizations. This is par-

ticularly true for the Italian context, where little research has been carried out and the experience 

of diagnosis about organizational well-being in public structures (implemented in different forms 

starting from the "Directive of the Minister of the Public Function on measures aimed at improving 

organizational well-being in public administrations" of March 2004, until the most recent DPR 9 May 

2016 N. 105) has not yet contributed to develop a definite set of tools, intervention methods and 

databases. 

The international research has investigated these constructs more closely, focusing on organiza-

tional well-being and the quality of working life in the university, considering both teaching and 

administrative staff. Different fields of research have focused on the analysis of burnout and its 

declinations such as emotional exhaustion, cynicism and reduced personal achievement (Watts & 

Robertson, 2001; Moreno et al., 2010; Rothmann & Barkhuizen, 2008). From this research, con-

ducted in England, Spain, and South Africa respectively, has shown, for example, that exposure to a 

very large number of students predicts burnout. In addition, male teaching staff got higher cynicism 

scores, while female teaching staff are more at risk of emotional exhaustion (Watts & Robertson, 

2001). Another data emerged is that older staff have greater stress management skills, while young 

teachers are more at risk of burnout (Watts & Robertson, 2001; Rothmann & Barkhuizen, 2008). 

Another field of research on academic work concerns the measurement of work-related stress and 

job satisfaction, analyzing the relationship between stress, satisfaction and job insecurity. In partic-

ular, it has emerged that: job insecurity influences stress significantly and for both dimensions cop-

ing skills count (Safaria, bin Othman, & Wahab, 2010); stressors such as time pressure, amount of 

information, supervision style, work environment,, remuneration and career development were 

found to be strongly related to reducing job satisfaction (Pick & Yeung, 2012); coworking activities 

and job promotions have been found to be the best factors that increase job satisfaction, even more 

than remuneration (Saygi, Tolon, & Teko-gul, 2011); job insecurity remains the biggest source of 

stress in academic staff (Ty-therleigh, Webb, Cooper, & Ricketts, 2005). 

At a European level, the most interesting experience is that of the Norwegian ARK Programme - 

Arbeid-smiljøog arbeidsklimaundersøkelser (Environmental and Work Climate Surveys). Since 2013, 

ARK is conducted in 18 Norwegian universities, with the participation of more than 20,000 employ-

ees and deals with psychosocial risks and work well-being in universities. The results confirm the 

validity of the JD-R model, showing the significant association between resources, on the one hand, 

and work involvement and academic productivity indices on the other hand (Christensen, Dyrstad 

& Innstrand, 2018). An in-depth study on the impact, in particular, of psychosocial risk linked to job 

insecurity in the academy is taking place in nine countries (Belgium, China, Croatia, United Kingdom, 

Greece, Lithuania, Romania, South Africa, Switzerland, USA) and is showing that, despite the differ-

ences in the context of each country, the result that unites them all is the increased perception of 
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job insecurity throughout university staff (Roll , de Witte, & Rothmann, 2019). Other research work, 

although subject to specific cultural factors because conducted in Nigeria and China respectively, 

shows results in line with the model (Archibong et al., 2012; Adekola, 2010; Omoniyi & Ogunsanmi, 

2012; Xu, 2017).  

This brief description of the state of the art suggests that the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model 

is today the main reference in the field offering the best cost-benefit report to those who want to 

produce valid and reliable research related to stress and well-being in the workplace. The JD-R 

model in fact: 

a) It has a solid and verified scientific basis in multiple contexts and with different research 

perspectives; 

b) it is widely accepted by the international scientific community, as evidenced by its wide 

spread in the most prestigious reference journals; 

c) it is flexible enough to allow, within the basic theoretical model, to include and investigate a 

large number of backgrounds, moderators and mediators;  

d) it is largely independent from the characteristics of the specific work situations studied, so 

that it can be applied to jobs designed in a very different way, both for the social-relational 

component and for the technological component of the job.  

3. The national QoL@Work network 

 
In this framework, a group of researchers belonging to the section "Psychology for Organisations" 
within the wider context of the Italian Association of Psychology, affiliated to fifteen different uni-
versities, decided to set up a research network called QoL@Work (Quality of Life at Work; https://ai-
pass.org/qolwork-quality-life-work) at the end of 2016. 
The main aims of the network are: 
- To promote scientific, intra and interdisciplinary comparison on the topic of work-related stress 

management and organizational well-being assessment in universities, on theoretical models, 
methodologies and tools (validation and development of standardized -new or already existing - 
measures). 
- to promote opportunities for discussion with the main stakeholders to share research lines, tools, 
and methodologies. 
- to organize workshops and training sessions to provide tools for theoretical and methodological 
updating. 
- to develop guidelines and suggest improvement actions. 
The network is characterized by the tension towards a high scientific quality of its work, together 
with the objective of producing knowledge transfer by means of tools and methodologies of analysis 
useful for intervention on these topics in universities. Its national extension also makes it capable 
of drawing on multiple local experiences and to act as a national reference on these issues. 
 
 

https://aipass.org/qolwork-quality-life-work
https://aipass.org/qolwork-quality-life-work
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4. The operative approach of the QoL@Work  

 
The table below shows the steps of the process of organizational well-being assessment in academia 
as proposed by the network. For each one, a successful outcome paves the way for the implemen-
tation of the next one. 
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FASI ATTIVITA’ AVVERTENZE 

1.  

FIRST CONTACT WITH 

THE UNIVERSITY 

The Rector and/or the general director eceive an initial briefing on 

the general characteristics of the research, the main feasibility con-

ditions, the timetable, and the possible final products. 

The organizational complexity of the universities (non-homogeneous 

structures; not easy availability of "objective data" and "homogeneous 

groups" related to the work-related stress survey), requires awareness 

of the investment of resources and time.  

QoL@Work is a non-profit organization. A technical cost plan, designed 

on the specific characteristics of the university, allows governance to 

assess the resources to be invested. Renegotiation is possible accord-

ing to possible additional activities (e.g. intervention on emerging is-

sues and/or follow-up). 

2.  

CONSTRUCTION OF 

SHARED OBJECTIVES 

BETWEEN CLIENT AND 

RESEARCH TEAM 

A Research Coordination Group (RCG) is set up, with members from 

the University indicated by the client and researchers. 

The RCG draws up the Action Plan (with a timetable), which envis-

ages the methods for: 

a) definition of which, if any, accessory parts of the questionnaire 

are required, in addition to the core part that is identical in all the 

universities, 

b) involvement of stakeholders and workers,  

c) collection of the answers, 

d) return of the results of the survey (or dissemination),  

e) subsequent monitoring of the results, 

f) identification of the resources needed for the project. 

IMPORTANT NOTE. Depending on the university's intentions and avail-

able resources, focus groups or other qualitative methodologies may 

be carried out before and/or after the questionnaire survey, to inves-

tigate specific organizational areas of interest. 

3.  

INVOLVEMENT OF INSTI-

TUTIONAL STAKEHOL-

DERS 

Internal stakeholders are involved/informed. For example: HR man-

agers, trade union representatives, Unique committee for warran-

ties, Internal assessment commitee.  

A fundamental process objective is to build an alliance with the internal 

strategic referents, to guarantee the best conditions for carrying out 

the survey. 
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If the survey is also used for the purposes of Legislative Decree 

81/2008, the entire safety system is officially involved. 

The GoC validates the technical requirements of the survey ques-

tionnaire, regarding the protection of data confidentiality (both in 

the sense of preventing the attribution of answers to single names 

of respondents, and of the protection of all data present in the plat-

form). 

The composition of the RCG is fundamental: if it is made up of mem-

bers from both the trade unions and the administration, the "percep-

tion of third party" nature of the survey/evaluation intervention is re-

inforced. 

4. 

DIFFUSION OF THE INITI-

ATIVE AND INVOLVE-

MENT OF WORKERS 

The expected aims of the survey, as well as the modalities of the 

survey and the return of the results are made known to the whole 

university.  

It is necessary that the governance commitment (e.g. through a docu-

ment signed by the Rector) is made visible, to increase the involvement 

and interest of the different components of the university.  

The concrete operational modes of communication are decided ac-

cording to the context. For example, it is possible to think of infor-

mation meetings for Departments. 

Detailed web pages should be set up, including information on the 

tools to be used and on data protection (in compliance with European 

legislation), as well as dedicated FAQs. 

Other forms of communication/promotion (short videos, also on web 

pages) could be considered. 

As is evident, the characteristics of this communication phase greatly 

influence the propensity to respond to the survey and the accuracy of 

the responses themselves. 

 

5. 

SURVEY WITH QUESTION-

NAIRE STANDARDISED 

QUESTIONNAIRE 

Communication to all workers (advance notice, notice and re-

minder) of the start of the survey. 

Activision of online survey. 

The possibility of contributing with the survey to the fulfilment of the 

Legislative Decree 81/2008 (SLC) is a point of interest. Being part of a 

regulatory obligation, in fact, can potentially allow to increase the re-

sponsibility of all those who take part in the process, to support the 

perception of effectiveness of the process and to make more visible 

the resources dedicated to the intervention. 
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6. 

DATA ANALYSIS 

AND INTERNAL REPORT-

ING FOR THE CLIENT 

Edited by the QoL@Work group 

If the survey also serves the purposes of Legislative Decree 81/2008, 

this first report is also provided to the security system.  

The first discussion document of the results may include both the de-

velopment of an annex for the Risk Assessment Document and a report 

comparing critical points and strong points with all the other universi-

ties that have used the same survey system. 

4.  

RESULTS: FEEDBACK 

AND DISSEMINATION 

TO WORKERS 

According to the modalities decided by the GoC and depending on 

the purposes of the client. 

The involvement of respondents in the interpretation phase of the re-

sults is important for three reasons: a) it confirms the not only evalua-

tive nature of the survey, but its purpose of imagining and promoting 

organizational change interventions for the quality of working life; b) it 

increases the perceived fairness of the process; c) it contributes to the 

quality of the contextualized interpretation of the results. 

5.  

DRAWING UP THE FI-

NAL REPORT 

Edited by the QoL@Work group 

On the basis of the results of the survey and in line with the agreements 

in point 1, the report may include the identification of possible im-

provement actions, to intervene on critical points and to enhance 

strengths, both of which emerged from the survey. 

6.  

CONTINUOUS IMPRO-

VEMENT 

Possible identification, from the data analysis report, of improve-

ment measures. 

Possible gradual launch of a longitudinal monitoring system for the 

dimensions considered relevant. 

The assessment of psychosocial risk factors cannot be an occasional 

action but is part of a strategy that includes periodic monitoring of the 

quality of working life.  

The RCG can build the "monitor" of the academic quality of life, able to 

give suggestions for the University management strategies. Based on 

the specific needs and organizational strategies of each university, a 

system of indicators can be configured through which monitoring can 

be continued over time.   
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In conclusion, it can be summarized that the QoL@Work approach: 

a) Offers a common and scientifically reliable survey basis for both organisational well-being 

and work-related stress risk surveys. The two types of survey are obviously not identical, 

but the broad overlap of many common research objects (and therefore also of part of the 

survey instrument and method) is a definite advantage of this approach. The QoL@Work 

model and approach are in any case in line with current national good practices for the de-

tection of SLC risks. 

b) It can flexibly adapt to the needs of the client, thanks to its structure composed of a core 

part and modular parts. This also makes it possible to consider the differences within the 

academic staff (teaching staff, research staff, technical staff and administrative staff). 

c) It favors the longitudinal comparison within the single university, making easier the moni-

toring of the investigated phenomena and the evaluation of the effectiveness and efficiency 

of the possible subsequent improvements. 

d) It allows comparative analyses between different universities, if they are requested, au-

thorized, and considered appropriate, since the collected data remain in the full posses-

sion of the single university. They are used by the QoL@Work network for scientific re-

search purposes only, and always in an anonymous way, i.e. in such a way that it is impossi-

ble to link each result to the individual university where it was collected. 

e) The QoL@Work network complies, both in the collection and processing of data, with all the 

privacy protections required by current legislation. 
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